The teaching and learning of African languages as home languages in schools is an underresearched area. Recent research on African languages has focused mainly on their status in education (UNESCO, 2010; Gxilishe, 2009; Roy-Campbell, 2006; Foley, 2001 ) and the effects of learning through an additional language (for example, English) by African language speaking children have been widely researched in South Africa and in other African countries like Namibia and Tanzania (Nomlomo, 2007; Brock-Utne, 2005; Vuzo, 2005; Alidou, 2004; Webb, 2004; Desai, 2003; Heugh, 2003; Mwinsheikhe, 2003; Qorro, 2003; McKay & De Klerk, 1996; Sentson, 1994) . Research on the teaching of African languages has looked at how African languages are taught as additional languages, particularly at tertiary levels (Mbatha, 2010; Pluddeman et al., 2010) . Since the new outcomes-based curriculum was introduced in the last decade, there has been a dearth of research on how African languages are taught as home languages, both at school and in higher education, and how Initial Teacher Education Programmes (ITEP) prepare student teachers to teach these languages at school level.
In light of the above, this article focuses on the preparation of student teachers to teach isiXhosa as a home language at the Further Education and Training (FET) band, that is, Grades 10-12. It is based on data collected from student teachers enrolled for a one year Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) qualification in one of the institutions of higher education in the Western Cape. The purpose of the article is threefold: i.
It explores student teachers' experiences and reflections on the teaching of isiXhosa at the FET level in order to gain an understanding of how they navigate their learning as student teachers in the FET isiXhosa classrooms. In other words, it explores how student teachers translate their theoretical knowledge into practice in the isiXhosa 3 http://repository.uwc.ac.za home language classrooms. The aim is to challenge the perception, taken for granted, that student teachers' immersion in real classroom environments automatically translates into good teaching practices or performance (Rusznyak, 2009; Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005) . ii.
It examines the role of schools and isiXhosa teachers (or mentors) in nurturing student teachers in building their professional identity. iii.
It discusses possible strategies for improving the quality of teaching isiXhosa and other African languages at school level and the role of teacher education in producing teachers who can cope with the challenges experienced in the language classrooms of this century.
Learning to teach: A socio-cultural perspective
Learning to teach is a complex activity which requires acquisition, integration and application of different types of knowledge and skills (Kemmis, 2011; Fitzmaurice, 2010; DoE, 2005; Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005) . Student teachers are exposed to different kinds of knowledge in their training, namely disciplinary (content) knowledge and pedagogical knowledge, to which they are exposed through practical, fundamental and situational learning (DoE, 2005; Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005) . Disciplinary knowledge involves subject (discipline) matter knowledge, while pedagogical knowledge has to do with how (methods) to present the content of a particular subject or discipline to learners. The different forms of student knowledge influence the design of teacher education programmes, which have to incorporate that knowledge into their curricula. As a result, these programmes are usually designed according to content (what is taught), the learning process (practice) and the learning context (classroom environment and policies), which facilitate student teacher competences, namely practical, fundamental and reflexive competences. These competences enable the students to make informed decisions and to adapt their knowledge and practice in different situations (Grosser & De Waal, 2008; DoE, 2005) .
From a socio-cultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978) , learning to teach involves a practice which is socially constructed through interaction with various people, including learners, experienced teachers (or mentors) and peers (Kemmis, 2011; Fitzmaurice, 2010; DarlingHammond & Bransford, 2005; Korthagen & Kessels, 1999) . This interaction requires supervision, coaching and constructive feedback so that students can make sense of the concepts learnt in the ITEP course-work and how to apply them in the classroom (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005) . This indicates that learning to teach is a mediated process that involves cognitive and social processes of interaction between more capable and less capable individuals: 'experts' and 'novices ' (Shrum & Glisan, 2000: 7) who include teachers, peers and mentors. Thus the process of learning to teach is associated with scaffolding and Vygotsky's (1978) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) which entail the provision of assistance to the learner until they reach a stage when they can do the tasks without the expert's support (Ohta, 2000) .
The learning process is influenced by teacher and learner beliefs, attitudes and prior experiences. In ITEP, teacher educators and practising teachers (mentors) who provide guidance and support to prospective teachers have their own beliefs and attitudes about teaching (Ashby et al., 2008) . At the same time, the student teachers come with their own beliefs, diverse needs and expectations of learning to teach. If the student's preconceived beliefs conflict with the ITEP values, they may act as a barrier to the acquisition of the knowledge necessary for their professional development as prospective teachers. Consequently, student teachers may revert to the same old habits they experienced at school as learners, regardless of their exposure to new knowledge in the ITEP. This means that a clash between student teacher beliefs and ITEP courses/content usually creates a gap between theory (what they learn in ITEP courses) and practice (how they apply knowledge in the classroom) in the process of learning to teach (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999) . Other factors that influence student teacher practices negatively include overcrowded classrooms, limited time of guidance, and lack of support and supervision by mentors and teacher educators. Learning to teach is a complex process which cannot be measured in terms of teaching practice only.
The training of isiXhosa home language teachers should be understood in relation to the factors mentioned above, including the integration of theoretical and practical knowledge, the nature of the teaching practice context or environment, and practising teachers' and student teachers' prior experiences. In this article, the focus is on how student teachers experience and understand their world of practice as they learn to teach isiXhosa in the FET phase.
Sample
The study followed purposive and convenience sampling approaches in which nine PGCE students participated. The study was carried out over two years with different studentsfour students in 2010 and five students in 2011 -for a deeper understanding of how student teachers were inducted into the teaching of isiXhosa home language in the FET phase and how their experiences influenced their own teaching practices in isiXhosa.
In the first cohort (2010) there was 1 male student and 3 female students, while the second cohort (2011) comprised 2 male students and 3 female students. All the students involved in the study were home language speakers of isiXhosa and had graduated with isiXhosa (Xhosa III) as one of their majors in their undergraduate studies. All of them were taking isiXhosa as a teaching method in their PGCE studies, and were willing to participate in the study. Two of the students in the 2011 cohort had graduated with an honours degree in isiXhosa. The students' age range was between 23 and 45 years; 6 of them matriculated in the mid-and late-1990s, while 2 of the 2011 cohort matriculated in 2007. The student teachers brought diverse work experiences, such as pre-school and adult education teachers with no professional training, cashiers in retail stores, security guards and business or self-employed people.
As part of their training, the students spent approximately 12 weeks in schools over 3 teaching practice sessions to gain experience from at least 3 different schools. In the first and second terms, they spent 1 week in each school to observe teachers. They spent the third term in 1 school for an extended period of about 10 weeks where they had to observe their peers and mentor teachers for the first week of the term, after which they had to teach isiXhosa to classes allocated to them by the school. It is one of the requirements of the PGCE teaching practice that student teachers write reflective journals about their teaching practice. I asked these students to keep special reflective journals for isiXhosa from their first observation visits to schools in the first, second and third terms in 2010 and 2011 respectively. These were the journals I analysed for the purpose of this article.
Following Measor's (1988) and Mouton's (2001) suggestions on accessing research participants, I had to seek student teachers' permission to undertake the study. The students were informed about the purpose of the study and that participation in the study was voluntary. Their right to anonymity and confidentiality was assured and adhered to throughout the study. In this way, I gained their trust and I ensured that interaction with them was carried out with sensitivity and respect.
Research methods
This study followed a qualitative research design and data was collected by means of an open-ended questionnaire, semi-structured group interviews and document analysis, which involved the analysis of students' reflective journals for triangulation purposes Henning et al., 2004) . Triangulation refers to the use of various methods of data collection in order to maintain stability or consistency of research measurements (Mouton, 2001 ).
First, an open-ended questionnaire was administered to the four PGCE students in 2010, and the same questionnaire was administered to a group of five students in the following year. The questionnaire included several sections that elicited their biographical information (for example, gender, age, home language, highest qualifications, work experience), the number and types of isiXhosa home language lessons they observed and taught during the time they spent in schools, their understanding of teaching practice and their experiences with regard to the teaching of isiXhosa in the classrooms in which they were placed for teaching practice.
Second, it was necessary to complement the questionnaire data with semi-structured interviews in order to increase the accuracy and consistency of the questionnaire data. After a preliminary analysis of the open-ended questionnaires, semi-structured group interviews were conducted with the students: with 4 in 2010 and 5 in 2011. The same procedure was followed in the 2 cohorts for consistency in data collection. Through the interviews, which took approximately 50-55 minutes for both groups, I was able to verify issues that needed further clarity and to probe deeper for additional relevant information, such as their understanding and expectations of teaching practice before they joined the schools, the nature and quality of support they got from their peers and mentors, their experiences of practising to teach isiXhosa and their reflections on their teaching as student teachers.
Finally, the students' isiXhosa journals were analysed. The analysis of the journals focused on the students' understanding of their new roles and identities in the isiXhosa classrooms, their experiences in the isiXhosa classrooms (that is, what they learnt from their practice, their positive and negative experiences, their suggestions for improvement, the extent to which they could demonstrate their understanding of the relationship between theory and practice in the teaching of isiXhosa) and their ability to reflect on their own teaching practices.
After studying the transcriptions, the data from various sources were coded in order to identify common patterns. The data were then analysed into categories, which were subsequently grouped into broad themes to make meaning of the student teachers' experiences and reflections on the teaching of isiXhosa in the FET phase. The key findings discussed in this article are based on the following themes: student teachers' professional identity and contextual learning, student teacher practices and support, their knowledge and pedagogical strategies, literacy challenges and student teachers' reflections on their own practice.
Research findings Professional identities and contextual learning
As knowledge is contextualised (Fitzmaurice, 2010) , classrooms are authentic spaces in which student teachers learn to create different kinds of knowledge (that is, practical, fundamental and reflexive knowledge). The findings of this study show that the majority of student teachers (7) in both cohorts were exposed to Grade 10 and 11 isiXhosa classes while only 2 of them in the 2011 cohort were exposed to Grade 12. All the students (n = 9) reported more challenges than positive experiences in these classes. Their positive experiences, however, had nothing to do with their teaching practices but reflected the new identities they assumed in terms of exercising authority in managing their own classrooms. Although some of them went to schools with fears and anxiety related to learners' disciplinary problems, their newly constructed identities reinforced their professional status, confidence, sense of responsibility and accountability as new teachers. This finding has elements of mediation as student teachers had to apply their knowledge as mediators of learning in different classroom situations. Given that the majority of students they dealt with came from poverty-stricken backgrounds with high crime rates, they became more sensitive to diverse learners' needs (Grosser & De Waal, 2008) . The contexts in which they worked challenged them to understand the different roles they had to play in their classrooms, ranging from administration, counselling learners with problems, dealing with learners from different backgrounds, etc. The classroom realities strengthened their practical and fundamental competences (Grosser & De Waal, 2008: 45) as they had to exercise power and authority to make informed decisions on their own.
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The findings of this study align with Rusznyak's (2009) observation as most of the student teachers were not provided with observation opportunities. Questionnaire and interview data confirmed that only 1 student (n = 4) in the 2010 cohort and 2 students in the 2011 cohort (n = 5) were afforded opportunities to observe their isiXhosa subject teachers in the first week of their teaching practice in the third term. This lack of observations was due to subject teachers' administrative commitments such as marking and the finalisation of mid-year reports which were done at the beginning of the third term in some schools. As a result, there was very little or no teaching at all in the first week of the third school term in most of the schools where the student teachers were placed. Student teachers had to assist with marking and marks administration, and some were left alone in classes without guidance.
Most of the students did not get feedback from their mentors, some of whom did not even show interest in the student teachers' teaching. In most cases, the student teachers were left alone in the classrooms and teachers would write fabricated comments in the students' portfolios, without having observed the students' lessons. These comments were provided at the end of the teaching practice period to fulfil the requirements outlined in the student teachers' portfolios. This kind of feedback does not have any value for the student teachers' growth in terms of practice and independent learning (Rusznyak, 2009 ). This means that the student teachers had to navigate learning to teach on their own, with no guidance from experienced teachers. This finding corresponds with what Whitelaw, De Beer and Henning (2008) observed with beginner teachers who learn on the job on a trial and error basis due to lack of support structures in many schools. Due to such lack of support in schools, both beginner and prospective teachers begin to develop negative attitudes towards the teaching profession (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005) .
Despite the above student teachers' negative experiences, it is worth mentioning that there are good teachers, whose work is often not acknowledged as many researchers only report on what teachers cannot do rather than what they can do (Swart & Oswald, 2008; Fritz & Smit, 2008) . It is not the aim of this article to express pessimism and hopelessness with regard to isiXhosa teaching but to explore both positive and negative experiences as a means of identifying possible strategies to improve the status quo. In this study, three students (one in the 2010 cohort and two in the 2011 cohort) reported good support, feedback and good relationships with their mentors, which reinforced their confidence and enthusiasm as prospective isiXhosa teachers. In their observations, they experienced creative and innovative teaching strategies in which learners were actively involved in activities such as isiXhosa debates with other schools, writing of short stories, poems and drama, etc. which were published as a collection. Their mentor teachers were dedicated and determined to teach properly in order to produce work of good quality in the isiXhosa classroom. This means that the negative reports on some isiXhosa teachers cannot be generalised, and it is imperative that dedicated teachers be recognised and commended for their good work.
Subject content knowledge and pedagogical practices
The study data shows that compiling study notes was the most dominant strategy used in isiXhosa classes. For example, seven students (three of the 2010 cohort and four of the 2011 cohort) mentioned that most of their teaching was dependent on writing notes for learners as there were not sufficient textbooks to use when teaching. Whilst the value of compiling study notes as one of the teaching strategies cannot be dismissed, it is time consuming and does not allow interaction between the teacher and learners.
In this study, student teachers showed an understanding of learner-centred teaching approaches, but lack of resources in schools did not facilitate this strategy. In fact, some of the student teachers confessed that they were taught in the same way by their teachers while they were still at school, that is, they were required to take down notes due to lack of resources such as isiXhosa textbooks in their former schools. This kind of practice ties in with Korthagen and Kessels' (1999) notion of the 'transfer problem' which usually influences prospective teacher practices. Transfer problems are usually rooted in the teachers' own schooling backgrounds, how they were taught and their learning styles. It explains how teachers' prior knowledge and preconceptions about teaching influence their practice. The preconceptions could be dominated by rote learning which may become resistant to change and become part of their practice regardless of exposure to new knowledge (Rusznyak, 2009; Korthagen & Kessels, 1999) .
While teaching involves preparation and having adequate knowledge about the lesson content (Jordaane & Pillay, 2009) , students' responses show that there was little preparation for isiXhosa lessons in some of the schools. For example, four students (two in the 2010 cohort and two in the 2011 cohort) reported that they did not have sufficient time to prepare for their isiXhosa lessons as they were given lessons to teach either at the end of each day or early in the mornings. This occurred despite the fact that student teachers visited the schools before the end of the second term to meet with mentors or subject teachers and to collect lessons to teach in the third term. This exercise impacted negatively on student teachers' confidence and practice, and it had implications for the quality of their subject content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge. This finding shows that there are tensions between the theoretical knowledge that student teachers bring to schools and what they are forced to do (practice) in real classroom situations, which sometimes negatively affects their teaching practices (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999; Appleton & Harrison, 2001 ).
FET learners' literacy problems
The questionnaire and interview data revealed that many isiXhosa lessons observed (by those who were afforded the opportunity to observe) and taught by student teachers focused more on oral skills and grammar than on reading and writing. This finding corresponds with Murray's (2009:29) observation that African language teaching focuses strongly on grammar learning. Learners' low literacy levels observed by student teachers may not be directly linked to this observation, but could be attributed to a lack of isiXhosa reading materials. However, this finding raises a concern, given that FET learners are at the exit level of schooling towards tertiary education where strong academic literacy skills are required.
This finding confirms the literacy crisis in South African schools as reported in the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) (Howie et al., 2006) and in the latest Annual National Assessment (DBE, 2011) in the General Education and Training (GET) band. It alerts student teachers to areas that need more attention in language teaching, such as learners' reading and writing skills, as suggested by Dornbrack (2009) .
Reflections on teaching practices
Reflective practice is at the centre of effective teaching (Jordaane & Pillay, 2009; Rusznyak, 2009; Ashby et al., 2008; Grosser & De Waal, 2008; Kemmis, 2011) . As it is a cyclical process that involves monitoring, evaluating and revising one's own practices (Pollard, 2005: 14) , it is associated with mediated learning and better quality of teaching and learning. It enables student teachers to identify areas of improvement in their practice and to devise alternative pedagogical strategies for effective teaching (DarlingHammond & Bransford, 2005) . This implies that placing student teachers in schools for teaching practice does not necessarily facilitate effectiveness in their teaching practice if they are not exposed to situations that challenge their preconceived ideas about teaching practice, or are not required to explain and justify their decisions and actions in teaching.
In this study, student teachers' reflections were mainly a description of their emotions and experiences during teaching practice. They did not clearly illustrate how they monitored their teaching practices. The evaluation of their own practice was based on the success of their lessons only, for example, their level of preparedness, their ability to manage the class, the amount of work given to learners, and the learners' understanding of the lesson or their ability to answer questions on the lesson. They could not go beyond this description to justify their own actions or practices in the lessons they taught and how to improve or revise their practices in relation to what they were taught in the theory classes and what they were exposed to in the isiXhosa classrooms. This was an indication that student teachers were struggling to contextualise their acquired knowledge and to make a connection between the different types of knowledge to enhance their teaching practices. This indicates that they could not apply their knowledge to understand, explain and justify their own teaching practices in the isiXhosa lessons.
Teacher education and the teaching of African languages in the 21st century While acknowledging the influence of practising teachers' and student teachers' identities, prior experiences, beliefs and backgrounds in language teaching (Jordaane & Pillay, 2009; Murray, 2009) , it is crucial that all language teachers, including prospective teachers, adopt innovative pedagogies for the 21st century classroom. This entails strengthening teacher education programmes (both pre-service and in-service) by training competent African language teachers (DHET, 2008) who are not only proficient in the languages, but who are capable of mediating learning by responding to the diverse needs of their learners, and who constantly reflect upon and learn from their own experiences in the classroom (Grosser & De Waal, 2008) .
As the outcomes-based curriculum envisages learners who are literate, numerate, multiskilled and independent (DoE, 2005) , teacher education programmes should be able to respond positively to the envisaged learner competences. The starting point would be to develop student teachers' literacy in African languages as it is often taken for granted that when students enter ITEP they have well-developed literacy skills in these languages. Therefore, ITEP should prioritise modules and activities that will develop student teachers' literacy skills, particularly in their African languages so that they will be able to transfer those skills to their learners.
Given the lack of teaching and learning resources in African languages, teacher education programmes and schools should focus on materials development in these languages. These materials can be piloted in schools so that they can be utilised in meaningful ways with experienced teachers. School learners can produce their own materials, for example, posters, pamphlets, booklets, etc. under the guidance of their teachers and parents. Nowadays learners bring digital literacy to the classroom -the ability to use digital resources such as cellphones, computers, and the Internet (Eshet-Alkali & AmichaiHamburger, 2004 ). This opens a wider scope for exploring various tasks, which include developing multimodal texts such as stories, poems, posters, photos, etc. as part of the visual and media literacy requirements promoted by the outcomes-based curriculum (DoE, 2005) . Use of digital resources in African languages can be useful in terms of mediating learning and designing teaching and learning resources. Therefore, Information and Communications Technology (ICT) should be part of ITEP and Continuing Professional Development (CPD) design, particularly in African languages, as teachers have much to learn in using new technology for teaching and learning.
Schools have a responsibility in teacher development (Whitelaw et al., 2008) . This implies that preparing teachers for the classroom involves schools and institutions of higher education or universities. Therefore, schools and universities should work collaboratively to produce teachers of good quality who will be able to make a difference, particularly in the teaching of African languages. This entails regular teacher development programmes in African languages, which could be part of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for practising teachers.
Prospective and practising teachers should be empowered with creative and innovative strategies for language teaching in order to nurture and develop the language skills brought into the classroom by students, for example, digital or technological skills. Teachers and teacher educators should provide authentic and supportive spaces for practice through well-planned demonstration lessons, micro-teaching, use of video clips, etc. In this way student teachers learn to relate their coursework to the classroom and learners, that is, 'learning in and from practice ' (Ball & Cohen, 1999 , cited by DarlingHammond, 2005 .
As stated earlier, research into African language teaching is very limited. ITEP should encourage a culture of students' research, particularly in African languages which are lagging behind in terms of innovative pedagogy. Research by practising and prospective teachers, particularly action research, will enable them to make sense of teaching practice and challenge them to think about what they are doing and how to improve their own teaching practices. Likewise, African language teacher educators should be engaged in an ongoing reflective research-based practice to ensure that their language modules address local needs while they match international standards in terms of cognitive or academic and professional depth.
Conclusion
In this article I have shown that student teachers had somewhat negative experiences of isiXhosa teaching in schools. Their negative experiences illuminated various challenges regarding mentor-ship support, teaching resources, pedagogical issues, learners' literacy skills and student teachers' reflective practices. Student teachers' negative experiences in the classroom contribute to shaping their view of teaching and their own practice.
The article has also indicated that preparing student teachers to teach isiXhosa is a challenging task that cannot be ignored, as it has implications for ITEP design and the quality of teachers produced to teach this language. At the moment there are few African language teacher educators who can provide good quality tuition to student teachers. Given that isiXhosa is offered as a home language from primary to tertiary education, it is crucial that teacher education programmes produce quality teachers who are well prepared to make innovative changes in developing this language as an academic or intellectual language of high function. There is a need to improve the competence and pedagogical skills of African language teachers who are already in the system through inservice training programmes so that they can improve their teaching practices in their own classrooms and become good role models to prospective teachers.
Although the findings of the study cannot be generalised due to the small sample used in data collection, they clearly reflect the lack of planning and the low teacher morale and motivation that are prevalent in many South African schools. These challenges should be taken seriously if South Africa wants to address educational challenges, including the development of African languages. Education faculties should attract more African language speaking students and prioritise the teaching of African languages as home languages, as they are used as languages of teaching and learning in the Foundation Phase. They should also strengthen academic leadership in African languages through research grants and collaborative research projects, which should aim at improving research whilst strengthening the quality of teaching in African languages. Therefore, teacher preparation should involve teamwork efforts by researchers, teacher educators and experienced teachers who are committed to nurture and support young African language teachers so that they can make a significant contribution towards the quality of teaching these languages, not only in terms of learners' intellectual or cognitive development, but also in ways that respond to the challenges and needs of the 21st century classroom.
